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INTRODUCTION

Drawing on the work of many scholars before me, this chapter will consider writing
and authorship as two separate though closely related things, which are produced
through “patterns of collective activity” (Becker 2008, 1) within film and television. I
will consider each separately before bringing them together at the end to examine how
notions of authorship intersect with the collective, cooperative and collaborative
processes through which a screenplay is developed.

I will discuss authorship as it relates to the specific practice of screenwriting
and the specific artefact of the screenplay, rather than to the question of who might or
not be the ultimate author(s) of the final screen work (e.g film, television programme
etc.), which has already been the subject of much debate and critique.

Furthermore, my primary interest in authorship is in relation to the processes
and structures of the screen industries. I do not attempt a philosophical enquiry into
what might or might not constitute authorship. Rather, I focus on how notions of
authorship currently operate within the screen industries, with regard to considerations
such as reputation, remuneration, control, organisation of labour and creative processes,

as well as their relationship to cultural values and institutional norms.



SCRIPT DEVELOPMENT AS COLLECTIVE PRACTICE

Creative collaboration within screenwriting has been discussed from a range of
perspectives. Some attention has been paid to collaboration between established writing
partners (Johnson and Stevens 2016), although this relationship and working practice
is not so frequently discussed as is that between writers, directors and producers (e.g
Bloore 2013, Macaulay 2014, Milligan 2017, Murphy 2011, Price 2010, Tieber 2014).

The concept and practices of the writers’ room have been subject to frequent
analysis (e.g Caldwell 2008, Henderson 2011, Maloney and Burne 2021, Phalen 2017,
Redvall 2013), as have the corporate idea and script development processes of film
studios and television companies (e.g Bloore 2013, Redvall 2013, Ross 2011, Staiger
1985, Tieber 2014). Another focus has been on the role played by public institutions,
for example national film boards, who typically support script development by bringing
in script professionals to work with writers on their scripts (e.g Batty and Taylor 2021,
Moore and O’Meara 2021, O’Connell 2012).

These various collective practices might be categorised according to Vera John-
Steiner’s three models of collaboration: distributed, complementary and integrated,
wherein “distributed collaboration” (John-Steiner 2006, 114) is spread out in time
and/or space rather than being a synchronous activity; “complementary collaboration”
(John-Steiner 2006, 70) is characterised by a division of labour, in which collaborators
draw on their individual strengths and skills to work simultaneously on a joint project;
while “integrative collaboration”, the rarest of the three, “requires a long process of
committed activity... motivated by the desire to transform existing knowledge and

paradigms into new visions” (John-Steiner 2006, 70).



According to John-Steiner, this latter form of collaboration, like the
collaboration between Picasso and Braque (John-Steiner 2006, 63-96), is one which
significantly impacts “both the field and the participants” (John-Steiner 2006, 70). In
screenwriting, as in in other fields of creative practice, it is comparatively rare. When
we think of collaborative screenwriting, it is perhaps complementary collaboration that
most readily comes to mind. The work of writing partners/teams and writers’ rooms, in
particular, is frequently described by participants in terms of complementarity and
division of labour. Writing partners Lee and Janet Batchler (writers of Batman Forever
(1995) ), for example, divide up the work so that she writes visuals and action, while
he focuses more on “the emotional life of the character” (Johnson and Stevens 2016,
165). Andrew Reich and Ted Cohen divided up scenes between them when working on
scripts for the television series Friends (1994-2004) (Johnson and Stevens 2016, 175).
In addition to the division of labour that derives from the official hierarchies of the
writing room, writers in American and Australian writers’ rooms also distinguish
between writers who excel in verbal brainstorming and breaking of story and those
whose strength is the actual writing of screenplays; between writers who are better at
first drafts or at rewriting, and between story and joke writers in comedy (Maloney and
Burne 2021, Phalen 2017).

Complementarity also features in accounts of writer/director collaborations.
Isabelle Gourdin-Sangouard suggests a division of labour in the collaboration between
director Lindsay Anderson and writer David Sherwin on the screenplay for /f... (1968),
in which Sherwin’s strength was his imagination, while Anderson had a superior grasp
of structure and “ability to push a dramatic situation to its logical conclusion” (Drazin
2008, cited in Gourdin-Sangouard 2010, 137). Writer Jon Raymond characterises the

collaboration between himself and director Kelly Reichardt as that of writer and editor.



While Raymond initially takes the role of writer, establishing the story structure,
characters, tone, locations and dialogue in the form of a short story, in the writing of
the screenplay the roles are reversed. At this point Reichardt takes the lead as writer,
concentrating on how to bring the story visually to the screen (Murphy 2011).

Claus Tieber (2014) identifies a division of labour in the relationship between
writer/director and producer on the film Grand Hotel (1932), as represented in the script
protocols from story conferences for the script. According to Tieber, the main focus for
Irving Thalberg, head of production at MGM, was on whether the script would produce
the right “emotional reactions and effects” (Tieber 2014, 233) in the audience, whereas
writer/director Edmund Goulding’s concern was with narrative structure and visual
storytelling.

Forms of distributed collaboration are also common in the process of idea and
script development. Episodes for television series may often be written by multiple
writers who have minimum direct contact with each other, interacting principally with
the writer-executive producer or head writer, and/or story or script editor, who oversee
the continuity and coherence of the story across the series (Maloney and Burne 2012,
Phalen 2017).

The practice of successively hiring writers to work on the same script might
also be characterised as distributed collaboration. The contexts in which this take place
are multiple, ranging from a “weekly mill” (Mazin 2015) that sees writers replaced in
arelentless churn, to a situation in which it is the writer who takes the initiative to leave
the project, either because of creative disagreement, or because they need to move on
to follow through on other commitments. Adaptation is another common context, in

which one writer undertakes to rework and rewrite story elements previously devised



by another writer. Indeed, all rewrites might be considered a form of adaptation (Mazin

2015).

COLLABORATION VERSUS COOPERATION

These last examples described above would seem to test the limits, however, of
what modes of interaction we might appropriately term collaboration. As screenwriting
scholar Ian Macdonald (2010) points out, there are many instances of collective idea
and script development that might more accurately be described as cooperation. Since
screenwriters are obliged to work with producers, directors, other screenwriters, script
editors and other development personnel, if they want to see their script realised on
screen (Bloore 2013, Sternberg 1997) they may often have to submit to demands that
are imposed, rather than negotiated.

In his discussion of his own experience of rewriting and being rewritten, John
August emphasises what he sees as the collaborative nature of the situation, suggesting
that, wherever possible, the original writer should have some kind of continuing
involvement with the project, commenting that “my relationship with some of my
favorite writers came because I was being rewritten by them or I was rewriting
them” (August 2015). Collaboration in this situation could potentially become rather
one-sided, however. If one participant is collaborating full-heartedly and the other
cooperating unwillingly or unknowingly, what do we call the process they are engaged
in?

It is not only in the case of the distributed mode of interaction that this question
arises. Writers working in writers’ rooms, particularly newcomers at the beginning of
their career and at the bottom of the hierarchy, might also feel that they are cooperating

rather than collaborating, in the sense that they are contributing to a collective



endeavour, but one whose rules of engagement and goals may not seem to be
determined with much regard to their own interests.

The line between collaboration and cooperation is difficult to draw definitively.
We might agree that collaboration is a particular instance of a wider set of possibilities
that are comprised in the term cooperation. Collaboration implies a willingness on the
part of the participant, a notion that is absent from the term cooperation, which can
apply equally to interactions that are willing, reluctant or forced. This willingness
derives from the existence of a shared goal between collaborators, which need not exist
in the case of cooperation. Furthermore, although collaboration may take place within
a hierarchical structure, it typically involves some choice and control over the nature
and manner of the contribution made to the collective endeavour — something which is
again not a necessary feature of cooperation. This is not to say, however, that
collaboration is free of disagreement or conflict. The approach to resolving such issues,
however, would derive from the circumstances described above.

The difference might well depend on perception, as suggested by John August’s
account above, in which he implies that it is largely his decision whether to make the
situation of rewriting and being rewritten a collaborative one. At the same, however,
differing perceptions among participants as to the nature of a collective interaction often
result from factors extrinsic to their own will or inclination. That is to say that their
status within the group will affect the nature of their participation.

This is a particular concern for writers from marginalised groups (e.g with
regard to class, race, gender, and so forth), who may feel that they need to modify their
contributions and behaviour in order to be accepted by the dominant cultural cohort
within the collective writing process (Coel 2018, Henderson 2011, Lawrence Taylor,

2020, Maloney and Burne 2021, Phalen 2017).



African American writer and series creator Kenya Barris has stated that “the
room doesn’t care if you’re Black, White, male or female. The best joke makes it into
the script” (Barris quoted in Henderson 2011, 145). However, other writers state that
sexualised, sexist and racist jokes and comments continue to be made in some writers’
rooms, if not as frequently as they used to be (Caldwell 2008, Henderson 2011, Phalen
2017). Even when these are refrained from, where writers’ rooms and development
teams remain predominantly white, male and middle class, people of colour, women
and other marginalised groups may find their participation constrained. As one writer

commented:

I don’t want to be so abrasive that I get fired or ghettoized or silenced in

some way. I want to stay in this mainstream room in mainstream culture

and have my point of view be heard and taken seriously. (Phalen 2017,

91)

Such cultural differences and power imbalances between participants frequently remain
unacknowledged, despite their significant impact on the experience and agency of all
involved, since they tend to remain invisible to those who are dominant within the
interaction. Thus, while one participant may feel they are involved in a close
collaboration, another may feel they are cooperating under duress and find themselves
sidelined and steamrollered (Caldwell 2008, Coel 2018, Lawrence Taylor 2020,
Henderson 2011, Phalen 2017).

It is this potential mismatch of experience between participants that I want to
attend to, as much as the difference between collaboration and cooperation per se. Once
the screen idea work group (SIWG) (Macdonald 2010) expands beyond what Peter
Bloore has called the “creative triangle” (Bloore 2013, 69-91) of writer(s), producer(s)

and director(s), to include the many other people whose contributions shape idea and

script development, the notion of cooperation becomes more apt to describe the wide



range of relations and activities involved, as I will discuss below. It is as much an
integral part of idea and screenplay development in the contemporary screen industries
as is collaboration and neither is good or bad a priori. What I want to hold onto here,
as indicated above, is that cooperation is a neutral term, while collaboration is inflected
with particular values. It thus becomes important, when analysing or attempting to
achieve the latter, to assess how these values might play out in practice. With regard to
the former, meanwhile, the extent to which the cooperation might be willing, reluctant
or forced, in what ways and for whom, becomes salient.

In the contemporary film and television industries, idea and script development
participates in regional, national and global networks of organisations and individuals,
including production studios and companies; broadcasters; streamers; film finance
companies and other investors; distributors and public institutions, such as screen
agencies; along with the aforementioned writers, producers and directors; as well as
agents, actors, production heads of department, and so on. In an increasingly
competitive environment, in which film and television compete in a digital economy
with newer media and platforms, the commercial strategies of film and television
companies employ tactics such as formatting, franchising and branding (Caldwell 2008,
Hesmondhalgh 2019, Mann 2009, Saha 2018, Phalen 2017). Not only do these priorities
inform decisions about what to commission, they also result in close supervision of
projects in development to make sure they meet them.

Following sociologist Howard Becker’s concept of “art worlds” (Becker 2008),
to describe the extended networks of people and resources through which creative
artefacts are produced, we might understand creative triangles, writers’ rooms, other
collective writing practices and larger institutions as all participating in a development

world. Within this world, decisions, input and feedback are distributed across extensive



networks of cooperation, regulated and controlled through different power dynamics,
derived from the resources, reputations, skills and knowledge of those involved and
how they employ them to protect and further their interests (Bloore 2013, Caldwell
2008).

As Becker points out, the organisation of such a complex, networked world
relies on established conventions. When everyone is signed up to such conventions in
advance, less negotiation and time is required than when attempting to break new
ground regarding every aspect of a collective endeavour. This helps to streamline the
process and minimise open conflict (Becker 2008). Adhering to existing orthodoxies
as to what makes an idea or a screenplay good, for example, provides a readymade
template for idea and script development (Macdonald 2021, Staiger 2021), helping to
streamline a process stretched out across complex and extensive networks of
cooperation.

However, adherence to established conventions also limits the range of
contributions that will ever be recognised, or indeed put forward by members of the
SIWG (Caldwell 2008, Macdonald 2021, Phalen 2017). Storytelling conventions and
ideas about what audiences want are, moreover, informed by wider cultural norms and
preoccupations, which promote some kinds of stories and suppress or disregard others
(Caldwell 2008, Cattrysse 2017, Coel 2018, Hambly 2021, Lawrence Taylor 2020,
Saha 2018, Wreyford 2018). While screenwriting scholar Diog O’Connell has
suggested that the Irish Film Board successfully brought together universalised
Hollywood norms of story structure and script development with uniquely Irish cultural
concerns and experiences, to help establish a distinctively Irish cinema (O’Connell
2012), Hambly suggests that Screem Australia’s promotion of such norms are

misguided. She argues that the dominant story model of “a driving cause-effect



narrative, built around an empowered individual” (Hambly 2021, 81) actually runs
counter to Australian cultural mythology, which valorises the community over the
individual. She points out that narrative patterns associated with the community

paradigm in fact characterise many of the Australian films that do well at the box office.

PRIOR RELATIONSHIPS AND GROUP IDENTITIES

In addition to pre-established conventions, pre-established relationships provide
another effective means of saving time and minimising negotiation in the complex and
fast moving networks of cooperation that characterise the development world. The
screen industries rely heavily on personal connections and prior relationships (Phalen
2017, Wreyford 2018). One such example is provided by Alison Peirse, who, in her
study of the development of the television series Bedlam (2011-2013), points out that
the executive producer’s decision to settle on a series pitch from the production
company RED was based not only on the quality and fit of the pitch and pilot script,
but on her experience of working with the company and its founder on previous
productions, meaning that “she absolutely trusted their ability to deliver” (Peirse 2022,
7).

As Natalie Wreyford discusses in her research into gender inequality in
screenwriting, when people cannot work with people they know, they often opt to work
with people who are like them (Wreyford 2018). What makes one person like another
is not only about character types, but often has much to do with shared cultural
background, experience and values. Bloore acknowledges the role of cultural
background as a determining factor in facilitating collaboration, citing Duncan
Kenworthy, producer of Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994), Notting Hill (1999) and

Love Actually (2003), who comments “It was easy to get up a head of steam on Four

10



Weddings, because Mike Newell (director), Richard Curtis (writer) and I all had similar
backgrounds, reading English at Oxbridge” (Bloore 2013, 70-71).

Bloore does not, however, follow through on the implications of Kenworthy’s
statement, to point out the issues that can arise from the operation of homophily: “the
tendency of individuals to associate and bond with similar others” (Wreyford 2018, 39).
This inclination towards forming cooperative and collaborative groups between people
who already share an established group identity frequently works within the screen
industries to exclude writers due to their gender, race, class or other marginalised
cultural identities (Caldwell 2008, Wreyford 2018), as indeed does the reliance on prior
relationships and personal networks (Grugulis and Stoyanova 2012).

On the one hand, Peirse’s example cited above suggests that personal
relationships and homophily may also operate as a means of empowerment for non-
dominant groups. Indeed Peirse’s interest is in the largely hidden but “huge amount of
power over screen storytelling” (Peirse 2022, 2) exerted by women working in
commissioning and development. She argues that, although the series Bedlam was
written, directed and shot by men, a network of five female executives were responsible
for shaping key aspects of the story, including its main themes, story structure and
format, and indeed for commissioning it in the first place (Peirse 2022). Although
Peirse does not discuss homophily, one might infer that it played a part in the working
relationships between these women, along with the prior working relationships she does
discuss.

On the other hand, this case study also points to the limitations of what such
networks of mutual empowerment can achieve, when operating within a dominant
culture, given that the power that women may have in development roles does not

equate to a similar prominence of women in the actual writing of television series. As
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Peirse states in her article, according to recent research undertaken by the Writers Guild
of Great Britain, women were responsible for writing only 28% of UK television
episodes (Kreager and Follows 2018 cited in Peirse 2022). I will return to this point in
my discussion of authorship.

Apparently instant chemistry and spontaneously successful collaboration and
cooperation between individuals often result in fact from tacit but common cultural
histories, norms, assumptions and identities, as well as from the more obvious social
and professional networks and experience that they share (Wreyford 2018). Where
these are absent, established frameworks for collaboration and cooperation on idea
development may not be fit for purpose, since they rarely acknowledge and therefore
make no attempt to counter the forms of exclusion and coercion discussed above, which
may not be deliberate, but are nevertheless real.

International co-productions provide a revelatory context for the problems that
may arise when such tacit shared understandings are absent, necessitating an alternative
framework for collaboration (see Davies 2021; and the chapter by Laura and Luisa
Cotta Ramosino in this volume). The same factors underpin national contexts of
collective production, which bring together writers and other development workers of
different genders, race, class and so on.

Conventions and orthodoxies are difficult to displace, however. As Becker
points out, “the conventional way of doing things in any art utilizes an existing
cooperative network, which rewards those who manipulate the existing conventions
appropriately” (Becker 2008, 306). Since changes in conventions are likely to
negatively affect those who are rewarded by the current arrangements, they will resist

such changes (Becker 2008). Significant changes are therefore only effected through
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the mobilisation of enough members of the network, who “make them the basis of a
new mode of cooperation” (Becker 2008, 309).

In the past half century, changes in the cooperative networks through which idea
and script development happen and the conventions they follow have largely seemed
to be driven by economic and technological developments. It is possible, however, that
future changes may be provoked through a mobilisation of the network in pursuit of
different interests and in response to different priorities.

This mobilisation can be effected most easily at the small scale level of
collective activity: within the writers’ room, or between the members of the creative
triangle. In such collaborations, where there is not already a sense of belonging to a
shared culture to help shape and consolidate a successful group identity, participants
need to work harder to create a shared space of collaboration (Davies 2021), in which
a shared group identity can develop and be supported, but each individual participant’s
sense of self is not negated (Haslam et al 2013).

As 1 will discuss below, the collaborative and cooperative nature of idea and
script development and the power relations that play out within this process are integral
to understandings of authorship and their material consequences within the screen

industries.

UNDERSTANDINGS OF AUTHORSHIP

Despite the extensive discussions of authorship and authors in the academic literature,
and in contrast to the publishing industry, where the terms writer and author tend to be
used interchangeably, the term author is not actually common in the film and television
industries. It is nevertheless appropriate to consider authorship as something that
concerns those involved in film and television development and production, in so far

as the notion of authorship significantly affects matters such as the exploitation of
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treatments, screenplays, formats and other kinds of intellectual property; the value and
number of income streams that individuals and organisations may derive from them;
individual and corporate reputations and so on.

According to Foucault’s influential theorisation of authorship, the notion of the
author serves, among other things, to designate a text as property, and to provide a
“principle of unity” (Foucault 1995, 238), which explains both what the text is about
and the form it takes, the author standing as a marker of both coherence and quality
(Foucault 1995). The interpretation and evaluation of a text and its introduction into
“the social order of property which governs our culture” (Foucault 1995, 236), are thus
both organised around and operate to construct the “entity we call an author” (Foucault
1995, 236). The “author-function”, as Foucault terms it:

{...] i1s tied to the legal and institutional systems that circumscribe,

determine, and articulate the realm of discourses; it does not operate in a

uniform manner in all discourses, at all times, and in any given culture;

it is not defined by the spontaneous attribution of a text to its creator, but

through a series of precise and complex procedures. (Foucault 1995,

239-40)

In the discussion that follows, I want to examine how the notion of the author
operates within the legal and institutional systems of film and television. While drawing
on Foucault’s conception of the author as a function of discourse, my focus is on the

implications of the operations of the “author-function” for people working within the

cooperative networks of film and television worlds.

THE SCREENPLAY AND THE PRODUCTION OF AUTHORSHIP

As screenwriting scholar Steven Price points out, the screenplay and other development

documents are tightly monitored by legal definitions and contractual requirements,
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overseen to a greater or lesser extent by professional trade bodies'. This is particularly
true of the United States, where the Writers Guild of America (WGA) oversees them
very closely and has articulated a nuanced hierarchy of terms to divide up the collective
labour of writing into differentiated credits that may be awarded to individuals. In
feature film, the most significant acknowledgement of authorship that a writer can
obtain is usually the written by credit (as opposed to the screenplay by credit, where the
authorship of story is allocated to another entity) (Price 2010). Other differentiated
writer credits include story by, adaptation by, the use of & between writers’ names to
indicate a writing team; and between names to indicate successive contributions, and
so on. The WGA rules also include detailed guidance as to how to determine such
credits, and also provisionally limits the number of writers or writer teams who can
have screenplay credit to two (see Price 2010), although this may become more through
arbitration.

Such differentiations between credits constitute “the most obvious way in which
screenwriting differs from other kinds of textual authorship” (Price 2010, 13). Based
on readings of the screenplay in its multiple instances across different drafts and other
development documents, authorship is parsed and allocated across a number of
individuals, producing a multiple, hierarchised definition of authorship. As Price (2010)
points out, the allocation of authorship credits is an example of the way that the “author-
function” is used to manage and avoid “the proliferation of meaning” (Foucault quoted
in Price 2010, 20) within the film and television industry. This relates not only to the

meaning of the text, but also to what the contribution of everyone involved means with

! The details of intellectual property rights and contractual agreements are complicated, differ from
nation to nation and are not covered comprehensively by my brief reference to some of these complexities
and their implications in this chapter.
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regard to their legal, financial, moral and material claims over the text. It also has the
important role of defining who does not have a meaningful claim.

Authorship is parsed slightly differently within television production, reflecting
the higher status and level of creative control afforded to head writers on series. The
production credit created by and the frequent use of the term creator in relation to
television series, perhaps comes closest to the term author, as most commonly
understood, identifying an individual as not only the writer but the origin of the work.

The creator of a series may often be involved in the production as well as the
writing of the show, particularly in the USA. However, this is not necessarily the case.
For example, Mann (2009) explains how Jeffrey Lieber has a creator credit on Lost
(2004-10) (as WGA rules require), having written the original pilot script, even though
the script was rejected and J. J. Abrams and Damon Lindelof were then brought in to
rewrite/replace it for the pilot that was actually shot. Meanwhile, in the public discourse
around the series, it is Abrams, Lindenhof, and Carlton Cuse, joint showrunner with
Lindenhof, who are recognised and celebrated as the authorial voices of the show
(Mann 2009), although Cuse does not have a creator credit. Abrams, meanwhile, did
not continue with the day-to-day running of the show (Mann 2009) and only wrote a
few episodes. The authorial recognition awarded to him with regard to the show, while
it in part comes from the project itself, is likely also from his existing reputation.

Writer credits such as story by, teleplay by and written by for individual episodes
of television series are again indicative but imperfect guides as to the precise individual
contributions of writers participating in the collective process of television writing
(Phalen 2017).

Another point to consider, particularly in the USA and within the writers’ room

hierarchy, is that producer credits are equally important to writers, since they provide
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access to further income streams, as well as more creative control (Johnson and Stevens
2016, Phalen 2017).

It is clear from the above that the legal construction of authorship within film
and television can accommodate a broad recognition of collective authorship, not only
through division of labour into story by, screenplay by and so forth, but also in shared
credits between series creators, feature film and episode writers. At the same time, it is
also apparent that legal definitions and contractual requirements do not necessarily
reflect the realities of the creative process in any straightforward or consistent way.

Nor are they primarily concerned with matters of quality (Nesbit 1995). Thus,
while it is vital to writers that they receive what they consider to be the correct credit
and related intellectual property rights, along with their associated income streams,
these legal and financial concerns are bound up with those relating to reputation, status,

and creative and practical control, as I will discuss further below.

AUTHORSHIP AND VOICE

Commissioners, producers and development executives often say that what they are
looking for in a script is a unique or distinctive voice. This concept of voice as
authorship is familiar from other contexts of writing, such as fiction or journalism. In
this context, the screenplay is not being read in order to divide up and limit legal claims
to authorship between individuals, but to identify the “principle of unity” (Foucault
1995, 238) that marks it out from others and suggests the existence of an author.
Screenwriters strive to put this distinctive voice into their work in order to
attract and hold the attention of script readers and others, on whose notice and interest
they depend (Staiger 2021). As Robert Ramsey says, regarding his writing partnership

with Matthew Stone, “our goal professionally has been to create a voice—that Ramsey
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& Stone voice” (Johnson & Stevens 2016, 60). Writers working on series need to write
in the voice of the series, and may indeed be rewritten by the head writer or other senior
member of the writing team in order to achieve this (Phalen 2017).

The extent to which this voice is heard depends also on what the reader reads
into it. We might see this voice as resonating through particular stylistic patterns and
thematic concerns within the text that connect with the values of the reader. These may
be personal values derived from personal experience, aesthetic values, commercial
imperatives and so on. Producers and development executives seek and find particular
voices according to such considerations.

Although voice is a textual effect, not the unmediated voice of a single
individual, part of what makes the voice of a text resonate may also be its connection
to the person or persons the reader understands to have produced it—to their identity
as they present it and as the reader constructs it. The notion of the screenplay’s
distinctive voice constitutes a significant way in which authorship is produced. It
functions as a ready shorthand, which facilitates the discussion, evaluation and
exploitation of creative work and to conduct and manage professional relationships and
interactions. It indicates features of a text that are important to writers, readers and
audiences and integral to commercial branding strategies. It does, however, tend to
elide the complexities, variations and discontinuities of process, through which ideas

emerge, develop and are written.

WHO SPEAKS AS AN AUTHOR?

If the way that a person or persons are heard to speak as authors is generally
through the voice of the screenplay and other development documents, then, in order

to speak as authors, individuals need, as discussed earlier, to engage with established
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aesthetic, commercial and technical conventions of screen storytelling in ways that are
recognised as both valid and original within those conventions, and to produce a text
that is recognised as both technically competent and distinctive and unified in its voice
(Macdonald 2021, Staiger 2021).

These conventions are, moreover, part of a wider set of conventions that govern
who has the authority to speak as an author, and, if they are awarded this authority,
which kinds of texts they are allowed to author and for whom (Staiger 2003, Malik and
Nwonka 2017).

Such authority derives in part from the authorial credits that an individual may
already have and the reputational standing of the work associated with these credits. It
also derives from cultural norms of authorial identity, which continue to conform
largely to the Romantic conception of the author (see e.g Burke 1995, Price 2010). This
conception both understands the unique and subjective imagination of the writer to be
the origin and primary determiner of meaning and value of literary works, and sees the
writer’s individual consciousness as impersonalised through its articulation within the
text, becoming a “transcendental subjectivity which holds in place all of a text’s
contradictions” (Burke 1995, xxvii). This conception has combined with dominant
power relations to produce a particular model of authorship, in which the
“transcendental subjectivity” that is the mark of the author and seen as universal, has
been simultaneously grounded in a white, male experience of empowered subjectivity
(Burke 1995, xxviii).

Not only has the “hegemonic identity and authority of the author” (Miller 1995,
195) historically worked to deny the authority to speak as authors to individuals who
neither embody this identity in their persons, nor speak from this subject position;

where they do gain the authority to speak as authors, they are often compelled to write

19



through this hegemonic universalised subjectivity, rather than from their own positions
as subjects (Burke 1995, Miller 1995, Staiger 2003).

These tacit assumptions underpin the cooperative networks within which ideas
and screenplays are developed, giving rise to situations such as that described by
screenwriter Daniel Lawrence Taylor in an article in The Guardian newspaper.
According to Lawrence Taylor, the executive producer of the production company,

with which he was developing a television series, was:

“so surprised at the quality of the writing that he assumed my
white script editor was responsible for it. I was trusted so little
that I found it easier to get a lot of my ideas through by pretending

that they were either hers or co-signed by her”. (Lawrence Taylor 2020).

Overall, however, women are under-trusted as authors (Wreyford 2018), although they
are more numerous in this role in television than are writers of colour.

Meanwhile, Michaela Coel, a British screenwriter, producer and actor of
Ghanaian heritage, has questioned the practice of bringing in experienced co-writers to
work with first-time screenwriters from marginalised groups—she prefers the term
“misfits” (Coel 2018)—seeing it as a form of silencing. Coel suggests that, in guiding
the work to fit into existing storytelling conventions, the co-writing process risks
erasing the specific, situated subjectivities of “misfits”; despite the fact that the
perceived cultural and commercial value of their “diverse” perspectives is the reason
their work has been commissioned (Coel 2018).

In her own experience of the process, however, Coel cites the input of a script

editor as having been very helpful to her as a first-time series creator and writer (Coel
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2018, 2019), helping her structure the series according to the episodic conventions of
television. In posting her screenplays for Episode 1x6 of Chewing Gum (2015-17), her
debut television series, on Twitter, Coel noted that she was doing so in order to help
other writers, who may also have no prior knowledge of such conventions, saying “I
wished I had read a script for a season of a show before I started writing one” (Coel
2019).

At one level, it seems odd that this might not have occurred either to Coel or the
production company at the time as a suitable means of supporting her, but on another
it is unsurprising. Since Coel was not aware of such conventions, she was unlikely to
seek them out, while such rules are so internalised within television development that
it might equally not have occurred to the producers that providing such examples might
be helpful. They focused instead on the perceived need to bring in co-writers.

Coel and Lawrence Taylor’s discussions of what they found helpful and
unhelpful suggest that there are no fixed rules for how to manage successful
collaborations. They point, however, to the ways that assumptions about authorial
authority may impact on the development process, producing the kinds of inequalities
discussed earlier, and need to be taken careful account of in the organisation of
collaborative work.

Limitations may also be enforced regarding the genres and modes of
representation in which writers are allowed to be authors. Media scholars Sarita Malik
and Clive Nwonka have discussed the way that television commissioning strategies
linked to wider “political, legislative and cultural agendas” (Malik and Nwonka 2017,
423) privilege a type of urban crime drama characterised by “generic verisimilitude”
(Malik and Nwonka 2017, 442), rather than social realism, which “compromises any

socio-political imperatives that the practitioner may wish to communicate” (Malik and
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Nwonka 2017, 442). Wreyford has pointed to the way that women are commonly seen
as having authorial authority only with regard to genres such as drama and others
“concerned primarily with human relationships and the pursuit of romantic,
heterosexual love” and not in relation to genres such as action, thriller, horror and so
on (Wreyford 2018).

Moreover, departures from authorial conventions by women, people of colour
and other marginalised groups often result in their being cast as “difficult” (Lawrence
Taylor 2020), incompetent or otherwise problematic. In such instances, networks of
collaboration and/or support may transform into more coercive mechanisms of control.

Conversely, departure from conventions of storytelling or behaviour on the part
of even relatively inexperienced white middle class males is more likely to be
interpreted positively, accommodated within established conventions of authorial
rebelliousness, rather than understood as threatening behaviour or incompetence
(Caldwell 2008).

One way that individuals seek to counter such issues is by maximising their
control over the exploitation of their creative work in production and distribution (see
e.g O’Meara and Moore 2021). Michaela Coel, for example, has described how on the
first day of shooting Chewing Gum (2015-17), which she wrote and starred in, she was
horrified to find that all five main black actors had been put in a single trailer, whereas
the main white actor had her own trailer. This and other instances during the production
made her decide that she needed to exercise material control over the production of her
work (Coel 2018). This affected the way she approached her next series, I May Destroy
You (2020), which she produced through her own production company, Falkna
Productions (in partnership with Various Artists), signing a deal with the BBC and

HBO. Coel stresses the importance of both the creative freedom and retention of rights
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she felt these arrangements offered, saying “I could have worked with Netflix on this
show and I decided not to... it felt odd that a streaming service would demand 100%
of my rights while I was directing, starring and writing the show, so I didn’t do it”
(Michaela Coel quoted in Ibekwe 2020). This strategy of authorship gives her more
agency to work with others in “authoring practices” (Staiger 2003, 52) that may disrupt
and resist dominant authorship conventions.

It is notable that Coel initially established her right to speak as an author through
writing and performing a one-woman show for the stage, Chewing Gum Dreams
(2013), from which her television series was adapted. Writer/performers Phoebe
Waller-Bridge (creator of television series Fleabag (2016-19) and Killing Eve (2018-
22) and Mindy Kaling (writer on The Office (2005-12) (the American version) and
creator of The Mindy Project (2012-17) ) also launched their careers through self-
penned fringe theatre shows. Issa Rae (creator of television series /nsecure (2016-21)
pursued a similar strategy through her web series Mis-Adventures of Awkward Black
Girl (2011). While successfully inserting themselves into the cooperative networks of
fringe theatre or online media was hardly easy, these women’s self-creation as author-
performers within these worlds necessitated the involvement and approval of fewer
people and less money than in television. The worlds of fringe theatre and standup have
indeed long been linked into that of television as networks through which new talent
can emerge, and online media now also participate in these. They constitute particularly
important platforms for those marginalised as authors from other spaces. Online media
may also be where they find a particularly appreciative audience, underserved by other

media (Coel 2018).

AUTHORSHIP, COLLABORATION AND COOPERATION
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As John Caldwell (2008) points out, industry discourse acknowledges, promotes and
celebrates collective and collaborative creativity while also working to construct,
maintain and privilege the value of individual authors. The tendency, moreover, is to
discount the extent to which both author and text are produced through the cooperative
networks that constitute film and television worlds, as well as wider social worlds.
Indeed, since these networks have developed around the convention of the
transcendent, self-sufficient author, who is born not made, they tend to work to make
their own author-producing functions invisible, rewarding those who adhere to this
convention.

Although those who work in writing and script development have a lived
understanding of the reality and importance of collaboration and cooperation in the
creative process, they also have an interest in maintaining dominant conventions of
authorship, since authorship constitutes a convenient currency, through which
individuals and organisations can trade and accrue financial, symbolic, social and
cultural capital.

These dominant conceptions of authorship have various effects on the
collaborative and cooperative processes of idea and script development, depending on
an individual’s prior reputation and credits as an author.

Where an individual’s authorial identity has been established, with regard to
both official credits and the reputational standing of their work, the rest of the network
of authorship—including, for example, the role played by their personal relationships
and connections, studios, production companies, development executives and other
members of the writing team, financing, marketing and distribution arrangements—is

likely to be rendered more or less invisible; except where a work is judged to be
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unsuccessful in one or more aspects, in which case other elements in the network may
come into focus as potential agents of this failure.

On the other hand, where an individual’s authorial identity is not so clearly
established, the rest of the network of authorship tends to remain more visible, as
Lawrence Taylor’s experience suggests (Lawrence Taylor 2020). In the case of failure,
however, this network is more likely to fade out of view, with the failure seen as directly
attributable to them, delegitimising their claim to authorship with regard to this work
and to future projects (Becker 2008, Wreyford 2018).

These operations are further impacted by the fact that the legitimacy of an
individual’s claim to authorship also depends on how the identity that this individual is
seen to have matches cultural norms of authorial identity: still most readily recognised
as incarnate in the person of a white, cis, heterosexual, non-disabled, middle class male.
Where an individual fits cultural norms of identity, this may offset, to some extent, the
disadvantage of lack of prior recognition; while the extent to which an individual
departs from these norms is likely to both work against the impact of such prior
recognition and to compound the disadvantage of the lack of it (Caldwell 2008,
Lawrence Taylor 2020, Wreyford 2018).

These understandings of authorship also affect the levels of trust, moral
authority and creative control that individuals are awarded within the collaborative
teams and wider networks of cooperation in which they participate. Where their claim
to authorship is less well established, trust, moral authority and creative control will be
lower. This may be reflected in clear hierarchies, or manifest in more informal and tacit
ways. There are also likely to be limitations on what individuals may be permitted to

have authorship of, with regard to prestige, budget etc. as well as with regard to subject
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matter, genre etc. Where their contributions depart from established orthodoxies, they

may be more likely to be judged as invalid and illegitimate rather than innovative.

CONCLUSIONS

Practices of writing and concepts of authorship are mutually constructive. They are
subject to and determined by relations of power and interest, which tend towards the
universalisation of dominant beliefs and behaviours through particular conventions
governing how people in collaborative groups and cooperative networks work together;
the work they produce, and to whom authorship is assigned.

The way that small-scale collaborative processes and wider cooperative
networks are organised impacts significantly on the experiences of those involved and
on what they write. They can serve to both support and obstruct successful collective
idea and script development, with regard to both the experience of participants in the
process and the work it produces. The way that such processes are organised is
influenced by prevailing models of authorship within film and television, which,
simultaneously and somewhat paradoxically, understand authorship of the screenplay
to be potentially shared and multiple, while also retaining a conception of the author as
an autonomous creator. The latter notion frequently results in a failure to adequately
acknowledge that authors are in fact created through the extensive cooperative
networks of film and television worlds. These comprise, but are not limited to, personal
networks, relations of homophily, commercial strategies, technologies and access to
them, legal frameworks, aesthetic and business conventions and philosophies; the ways
through which collective activity is organised; cultural values and beliefs; political and
economic realities. Within these networks, orthodoxies of storytelling and other

conventions of writing and authorship develop in tandem with dominant cultural norms
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that are closely aligned with dominant social groups. This makes it easier in several
ways for individuals who belong to such groups to enter into and successfully negotiate
the cooperative networks that produce authorship.

Taking such circumstances into account can provide a helpful starting point for
developing effective approaches to managing networks of cooperation and processes
of collaboration, while also offering a range of points of departure for scholars of

screenwriting and screenwriting authorship.
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